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PREFACE 
The present study aims at analysing Tennyson's trilogy 
containing three historical plays, namely Queen Mary, Harold 
and Becket. All the three plays use historical material for 
their dramatic corpus. They have one underline thread of 
dramatic intention which is presentation of the contemporary 
Victorian ethos. It's a well knov;n fact for students of 
English drama that Tennyson's plays were not favoured by the 
stage and remained closet pieces. The external reasons for 
this failure of Tennyson — the conditions of the theatre, 
actors, audience etc. -- has been discussed in the opening 
chapter of the study. The main thrust of this study is 
confined primarily to an exploration of the three plays as 
literature as well as to show why Tennyson's plays were a 
failure during his time and continue to be so even today. We 
have tried to establish that it was not so much the flaw of 
Tennyson's dramatic artistry which contributed to his 
failure as a dramatist as was his rather reduced interest in 
human affairs which rendered his plays obsolete. 
The study has been presented through a frame work 
comprising five sections. The first chapter dealing with 
Introduction briefly summarises the general condition of the 
theatre and paucity of dramatic compositions for the stage. 
Of course the emphasis is laid more on Tennyson than on the 
other Romantics and Victorians. The three chapters which 
11 
follow contain the analysis of the three plays of the 
trilogy. The final chapter contains the general statements 
and conclusions which emerge from the analysis of the three 
plays. A Selected Bibliography has been appended to the 
study. 
I wish my indebtedness to my supervisor, 
Mr. M.K. Lodi, without whose constant inspiration, 
encouragement and able guidance, this dissertation could not 
have been completed. I am equally grateful to our Chairman 
Prof. M. H. Khan for his encouragement. The other teachers 
of the department also deserve my thanks. I am obliged to my 
parents and brothers with whose moral support and constant 
inspiration, this study could see the light of the day. I a-
thankful to my friends and colleagues for their valuable 
suggestions. My thanks are due to the members of the staff of 
Maulana Azad Library, A.M. U. , Seminar Library, English/I. Pi.U.lhe 
British Council Library, Delhi, for the proper arrangement 
of the books. I am thankful to Mr. Owals Khan for typing the 
dissertation on time. Finally, I am grateful to all those 
whom I fail to mention in particular. 
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Introduction 
After the afflorescence of drama in general and poetic drama 
in particular during the Elizabethan and Jacobean* periods 
there had been a continuing trend of decline until Sheridan 
and Goldsmith, after which it went under a virtual eclipse 
during the major part of the eighteenth century and the 
first three quarters of the nineteenth century. A number of 
reasons have been given for the relative insignificance and 
unpopularity of drama in general and poetic drama in 
particular in the nineteenth century. However, one should 
not get away with the impression that theatrical activities 
had been abandoned and there were no playwrights who were 
interested in writing plays. 
The plays which were put on the stage were mostly 
those along the melodramatic tradition meant for sheer 
superficial entertainment. The playwrights who tried their 
pens included all the major romantic poets as well as the 
Victorian writers like Tennyson and Hardy. But none of 
these writers were adequately conversant with the strategies 
and demands of the theatre. The theatre itself was no more 
the patron of the dramatic genre and in the midst of 
industrialisation and the new social ethos of the newly 
inducted rural masses into the urban milieu, it became 
thoroughly commercialised. Theatre owners and managers were 
almost exclusively interested in box-office success which 
meant attracting audience from the lower stratum of the 
society. This naturally led to the popularity of melodrama 
and farce. "Tiie perfunctory interest of critics is 
understandable with reference to the type of dramatic stuff 
in which the contemporary audience was interested, and which 
the commercial theatre managers were only too eager to 
offer. The following assessment is in line with the above 
mentioned trend: 
Generally historians and critics who have bothered 
with the subject at all have said that the drama of 
about 1800 to 1890 is a mass of mediocrity, dull and 
repetitive, lacking literary quality and thematic 
significance, a vast sea of theatrical trivia and 
1 
downright badness> 
The amorphous melodramatic and farcical fare which 
became popular naturally hindered technical innovativeness 
and thematic novelty. The Romantic and Victorian poet-
dramatists, inspite of their best artistic intentions, were 
writers without any definite insight into the mechanism and 
working of the theatre. Further they tried to follow the 
worn-out tradition of drama and use the exhausted dramatic 
verbal medium i.e. the Shakespearean blank-verse tradition. 
Moreover, it was a period of stardom. Star actors were 
given more importance than the authors. Actors and managers 
of the theatres took the authors for granted because the 
I.Michael, R. Booth, ed.,English Nineteenth Century Plays 
(Oxford, Clarendon press, London, 1969), Vol. I,pp. 1-2. 
latter were required to cater to the whims and rhetorical 
demands of the star-actors. The formlessness and devitalised 
thematic concerns mentioned above were, to a great extent, 
the result of the artistic strain on the playwright under 
the might of the star actors' demands for their favourite 
situations and rhetorical exuberance. Under such a state of 
affairs people of sophisticated taste did not attend 
theatres. Uncultured masses replaced the pit and 
fashionable clients were driven into boxes. In the 
If^neteenth century their interest was diverted towards fiction, 
Besides these actors , solid middle class audience gsve up 
visits to thejtheatre because of the increased evangelical 
hostility and vulgarisation of dram a.People preferred reading 
novels to going to plays. Poets were not serious enough to 
write effective plays for the stage. Thus, there is a 
complex of causes-^theatre stardom, audience's preferences, 
contemporary morality and the major v^ riters'non-serious 
interest in play-writing which contributed to the decline of 
drama in England during the major part of the 19th century 
until the arrival of Wilde & Shaw on the scene. 
The revival of English drama in the 19th century was 
a task of enormous difficulty. The social prejudices from 
the prevailing puritanism of the English middle class, 
contributed considerably to this difficulty. But the picture 
is not so dark as it is often painted. Drama did not so 
much decline; it changed fundamentally within the new social 
and cultural contexts. If on the^hand, the standard of the 
old tragedy was lovj, on the other, it was compensated by the 
bristling high spirits and rough energy of the new melodrama, 
The best serious dramas have been written after the compro-
mise between legitimate and the illegitimate play houses 
after 1850. 
During the Victorian age, a new form of drama arose 
that was called 'closet drama'. Although it was conceived 
and executed in a well-wrought manner, the composition was 
not suitable for the stage. The plays thus written were 
artificial both from the point of view of the medium, which 
was imitative of the Shakespearean blank verse, and themes 
which were divorced from the immediate reality and usually 
entailed uncontrolled length/^ . T.S. Eliot, however, has 
pinpointed only one aspect of the many faceted affair of the 
failure of drama in the 19th century: 
The primary failure of nineteenth century poets when 
they wrote for the theatre (and most of the English 
poets had tried their hand at drama) was not in their 
theatrical technique but in their dramatic language 
and that this was due largely to their limitation to 
a strict blank verse, which after extensive use for 
non-dramatic poetry had lost the flexibility which 
blank verse must have if it is to give the effect of 
conversation.2 
Serious attempt^ at the revival of poetic drama in 
England are usually f^ iaced from the play^of Stephen Philips. 
But the nineteenth century poets do have 
2. John Hayward, ed. , T.S. Eliot: Selected Prose "Poetry 
Drama" (Faber and Faber, London, lyijj), p./:j. 
their share in this endeavour. And here the most notable 
poets are Shelley, Byron and Tennyson, though, other poets, 
too, did contribute to this effort of reviving _ poetic 
drama " and trying to reinstate it to its 
pristine glory. But as most of the poets were 
temperamentally subjective, they couldn't rise above their 
pet notions and did not try to harmonize their imaginative 
impulse with the requirements of dramatic composition. 
Hence, their plays remained 'closet dramas,' without 
attracting stage-performances. However, their plays show 
the same imaginative fervency as we find in their poetry. 
These poets, somehow, ignored the fundamental tenets of 
dramatic composition which are objectively, stageability, 
human concerns undivorced from the immediate reality, and a 
convincing medium which is normally as near as possible the 
conversational language actually used by people. Immediacy 
of effect is the hall-mark of drama which precludes the 
fantastical, the obscure and the obtrusively symbolical. The 
violation of the very tenets of effective playwriting, in 
fact constituted the cornerstone of their poetic creativity. 
Thus, both by training and proclivity, as well as by 
vocational commitment, these poets were unsuited to make a 
successful dent into the world of the Theatre. Their 
failure can aptly be viewed in the light of the following 
remarks by W.B. Donne: 
To touch our emotions we need not the imagina-
tively true but the physically real. The visions 
which our ancestors saw with the mind's eye must 
be embodied for us in palpable forms. All must be 
made palpable to sight, no less than to feeling 
and this lack of imagination in the spectators 
affects equally both those who enact and those who 
3 
construct the scene. 
A special physical difficulty confronted the poetic 
plays which were written during the period under 
consideration. The enlargement of the seating space of the 
theatres required the poetic lines to be uttered with such 
loudness as to sound artificial and sometimes ridiculous. A 
heavier reliance on the physical ^eats and visual effects 
naturally made melodrama and opera more favoured than 
serious poetic plays. 
Among the nineteenth century poets who also merit 
consideration as playwrights, too, the most significant are, 
among the Romantics, Shelley and Byron, and among the 
Victorians, Tennyson and Browning. While Shelley's and 
Byron's concerns in their plays are in keeping with their 
romantic rebellious impulse and imaginative idealism, 
Tennyson and Browning, by contrast, are more realistic. 
3. Eraser's Magazine, iii (July 1955), 104, Quoted in 
English Nineteenth Century Plays, ed., by Michael R. 
Booth, Vol. II, p.6. 
imajinat ively reinterpreting their dramatic themes in the 
concext of their immediate milieu. Both these Victorian poets 
were the upholders of the Victorian idealism and both of them 
had essentially dramatic imagination, the operation of which 
is distinctively discernible in their dramatic poetry, 
especially in their dramatic monologues. 
Our concern in the present study is an interpretation 
of Tennyson's "Historical Trilogy" Queen Mary, Harold and 
Becket, with a view to establish that Tennyson had the 
requisite dramatic imagination but he was deficient in his 
touch with the theatre. It is because of this that his 
efforts at playwriting met with deserved failure. But the 
most significant aspect which can make a composition a true 
work of art is its concern with human elements. If Tennyson 
had failed on the stage on account of extraneous factors, 
there is still a need to probe into whether he has succeeded 
as a literary astist in his plays by focussing on humanity 
more than by reorganising historical events and reshaping 
historical personages. 
X ' N 
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QUEEN MARY 
Queen Mary, the first play of Tennyson's 'Historical 
Trilogy' was published in 1875. "It describes the final 
downfall of Roman Catholicism in England and the dawning of 
-1 
a new age." The new age was an era of the freedom of the 
individual from the priestly domination. The plot of Queen 
Mary is based upon the conflict relating to Queen's marriage 
with the Spanish King Philip, a Roman Catholic; and the 
conflict is more conspicuous from the political point of 
view than from the matrimonial point of view. 
The conflict starts from the Queen's decision to 
marry King Philip. On account of this some of the prominent 
people of England apprehended the domination of Spain and 
the Roman Catholic church. So they rebelled, though the 
rebellion was crushed by the Queen. The protestants were 
considered to be the enemies of the throne by the Queen, and 
the Papal Legate. In the end, nemesis followed when King 
Philip eventually deserted Queen because he could not get 
his two desires fulfilled, e.g. the capturing of the English 
throne and the heir apparent from Queen Mary. 
1. Hallam, Lord Tennyson, ed., Tennyson, A Memoir (Macmillan 
and Co. Ltd., London, 1897), Vol. II, P.173. 
In this play, it seems that Tennyson pitied the poor 
Queen because of her pathetic background. She is sad due to 
the wrong done by her father to her mother and herself. 
Hallam writes: 
She had, my father thought, been harshly judged by 
the popular verdict of tradition, therefore he had 
a desire to let her be seen as he pictured her in 
2 
his imagination. 
Tennyson's sympathy imaginatively flowed for the Queen not 
only because she was cast down by her father from her high 
estate but also because the familiar friends of her 
childhood, too treated her in an insulting manner. No 
wonder that her bright nature has been clouded by these 
calamities. 
In Queen Mary, Tennyson has presented the dramatic 
theme from a political rather than a religious point of view 
and his proclivity to Protestantism which was firmly planted 
on the English soil, during the 19th century, reflected in 
religious ethos of the nation, is explicitly evinced. 
Archbishop Cranmer declares publicly: 
As for the Pope I Count him antichrist 
With all his devil's doctrines; and refuse' 
3 
Reject him, and abhor him. I have said. 
(Act IV, Sc. iii) 
2. Ibid., p.178. 
3. Hallam, Lord Tennyson, ed., Queen Mary And Harold 
(Macmillan & Co. ltd., London, 1908) Vol.VIII, p.155. 
10 
Throughout her short reign, Queen Mary suppressed this 
Protestantism with the help of her associates. She is 
unsuccessful because she violates the fundamental rules of 
Christianity. In some places, patriotic spirit is also 
infused. Even the villainous character, Queen Mary, although 
surrendering all the interest of her country to her husband, 
does not lack the feeling of patriotism: 
Mary: There is no king, but were he tentimes king, 
Ten times our husband, but must lower his flag 
4 
To that of England in the Seas of England. 
(Act V, Sc. i) 
The love between Queen Mary and Philip as well as their 
decision to marry gives birth to the political struggle and 
the division of the country into two groups of people — the 
first allowing the wedlock and the second opposing it. This 
in fact constitutes the main conflict of the dramatic action 
of the play. 
In Queen Mary, the political implications of love 
between Mary and Philip are more remarkable than the erotic 
or sensual aspect of the whole affair. Mary offers every-
thing to Philip but unluckily she does not receive any 
4. Ibid., p.168. 
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affectionate and loving response in return. The result of 
these episodes leads to desperation and the loving woman 
becomes the victim of the forces of the external events. 
The prevailing political situations urge the selfish Philip 
back to Spain and he gives up England and Queen Mary for 
good. 
Mary: He never loved me nay he couldn't love me 
It was his father's policy against France 
I am eleven years older than he, 
Poor boy!^ (Act V, Sc. v) 
The only interesting and important element from the human 
point of view is the love theme concerned with Mary, the 
neurotic middle-aged queen and her strong infatuation for 
her cynical Spanish husband. However, this should not lead 
us to believe that the religious and political strands of 
the plot are merely a decoration or background paraphernalia 
for the love theme. 
Protestantism as shown in Queen Mary is presented as 
an unavoidable moral reaction of the English people against 
the corruptions of Rome. There is a tussle between the 
Roman Catholics and the Protestants which causes religious 
restlessness. This restlessness increases because of the 
5. Ibid., p.199. 
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merciless and wicked designs of the Queen in association 
with the Papal authority from Rome and her own people owing 
allegiance to her. The Protestant struggle leads to the 
democratic conflict, like the rebellious outburst of the 
English people against the tyrannical Queen who tries to 
crush Protestantism which was the expression of the free 
religious sentiments of the people. They rebel against her 
because she weds Philip of Spain without caring for the 
political outcome of this marriage. 
Queen Mary has forty four characters. As usual in 
Tennyson's tri' logy, the characters fall into two groups of 
good and bad characters. Queen Mary comes under the 
category of the unscrupulous monarchs who are distinguished 
by some common features. Mary is highly ambitious. In 
quest of unlimited powers she becomes a virtual tyrant and 
goes to the lowest degree of degradation against her 
oppressors. In response to her actions, there is an 
Unsuccessful revolt of Sir Thomas Wyatt and Sir Thomas 
Strafford. The repercussion of these protests and revolts 
is that many harmless persons, especially the Protestants, 
are ordered by the Queen to be burntAlive. She appears as ^ ^^ ^^  
cruellest barbarian at the burning of Archbishop Cranmer: 
Howard: He has recanted Madam 
Mary ; The better for him, 
He burns in purgatory not in Hell. (Act IV,Sc.i) 
6. Ibid., p.136. 
13 
Her dishonest and unscrupulous deeds bring her to an unhappy 
end! she loses Philip, Calais as well as the sympathy of the 
English people. Reginald Pole, the papal legate and other 
degenerate priests also lend their support to the Queen in 
fulfilling her wicked designs. These are the cruel and 
corrupt ecclesiastics who always encourage her lust for 
power and gold. These people were spiritually bankrupt 
having no respect for the noble protest of the common people 
and have no sense of appreciation for their moral revolt. 
Princess Elizabeth, the step-sister of Queen Mary, a 
noble women, unlike Mary, has sympathy for the English 
people and, she, for sympathising with the Protestants 
suffers throughout. Tennyson incorporates the ideals of 
humanity, love and religion in the Princess. She is 
tolerant, patient and loving and because of these qualities, 
she gets the best of her life in the end of the play. She 
is the only noble character, who gets victory in the end 
although she becomes a stoic in her life. In Queen Mary the 
Queen wrongfully suspects Elizabeth and as both of them are 
politically against each other, there is a political 
conflict too, between them. Princess Elizabeth is kind, 
polite and loving. That is why she is appreciated for these 
prominent qualities, in contrast with Mary, who is proud, 
fanatic and unscrupulous. In the end, the disastrous 
condition of queen Mary makes Elizabeth highly emotional. 
14 
Although she accepts the throne of England, she decides 
never to marry. 
The over crowding of characters in the play made it 
impossible for Tennyson to delineate each more distinctively 
or comprehensively than he has done. Some of the characters 
are merely historical photographs and do not have any 
important role to play. They appear only because they 
figure in history. Only a few characters are fully 
highlighted — like Queen Mary, Elizabeth, Reginald Pole and 
Cranmer. J.H. Buckley has succinctly summed this aspect as 
follows 
Apart from its faithfulness as a historical record 
which minimises its significance as a play, the 
strength of Queen Mary lies in its able and lively 
characterisation. Each of the principal figure, 
except Philip of Spain, who in his ruthless self-
sufficiency approaches caricature, emerges as a 
subtly rounded personality. Cranmer, in 
particular, is drawn in all the complexity of 
divided motives as a politician and martyr, a man 
of courage, remorse, humility and proud conviction, 
Cardinal Pole, driven to follow the course of 
least resistance, is a convincing blend of 
sensitivity, fearfulness and cruelty, born of 
disappointment. And Princess Elizabeth, who 
hovers in the background as a symbol of ultimate 
social renewal, effectively combines sympathetic 
understanding with an imperious reserve willing to 
15 
bide its time. But most impressive of all is the 
7 
queen herself, a real woman of tragic depth, 
Mary's political career is commanded and influenced 
by two traits — one is her boldness and the other is her 
barbarous treatment of the rebels and the Protestants. In 
her personal life, she is passionate and emotional only to 
her Spanish husband. She is blindly attached to Philip and 
this attachment leads her to yield to his will, whether fair 
or foul, and the end is frustrating when he does not respond 
positively. The character was difficult for the theatre 
because the Protagonist of the piece, neither heroic nor 
miserably pathetic, is a bitterly disheartened lady who is 
defamed for massacres. Yet Tennyson thought that Queen Mary 
was the most remarkable of his plays from the point of view 
of character-delineation. Tennyson wanted to depict Mary as 
he had imagined her to be. Tennyson sympathises with the 
queen for the courage when she blurts out rejoicingly after 
accession and the triumph over revolt: 
o 
Mary : My foes are at ray feet and Philip King. 
(Act II, Sc. iv) 
7. J.H. Buckley, Tennyson: The Growth of a Poet (Harvard 
U.P., Cambridge, 1974),pp.201-2. 
8. Hallam, Lord Tennyson, ed., Queen Mary And Harold, p.74. 
16 
On the whole, Tennyson did more than justice to Queen Mary 
by making her a dignified character, by adding a fierce glow 
to her gloomy fanaticism and by making her speeches and 
action more vigorous and powerful than she had historically 
possessed. The Chief problem was to furnish sufficient 
relief to the intense sadness in situations when Mary's 
devotion is repelled by Philip's coldness and mainly in the 
last scene when Mary falls on the ground rocking herself to 
and fro in a state of severe mental agony. In the beginning 
Mary has the capacity to rise above the wrongs she has 
suffered to forgive her enemies, even to practise a measure 
of tolerance so long as she may retain her religious faith. 
In the end, she is ruined by her unreasoning passion, her 
obsessive love for the loveless Philip. "At first, her 
desire is simply a yearning that troubles her private 
dreams. But ultimately her frustrations determine the 
violence she inflicts upon her own realm. Abandoned by the 
Spaniard, she loses all purpose in living and with it all 
9 
true time to sovereignty." Lord Howard explains it thus: 
Her life since Philip left her and she lost, 
Her fierce desire of bearing him a child, 
Hath like a brief and bitter winter's day, 
Gone narrowing down and darkening to a close. 
(Act IV, Sc.iii) 
9. J.H. Buckley, Tennyson: The Growth of a Poet, p.202. 
10. Hallam Lord Tennyson, ed., Queen Mary And Harold, p.159. 
17 
"Throughout all history," Tennyson said, "there was 
nothing mournful than the final tragedy of this woman, who, 
with her deep longing for love, found herself hated by her 
people, abandoned by her husband and harassed in the hour 
11 
of death by the restlessness of despair." Elizabeth, 
Mary's half-sister, is another prominent character whose 
fortune declines as Catholic Queen's heightens and rises to 
the zenith against as Mary's falls. Elizabeth, like Queen 
Mary, personifies a political party and she is the Princess 
of the Tudor blood with the innate courage to rise us to 
emergencies to deal with sudden happenings which demand 
prompt action. Elizabeth was inclined towards the English 
spirit and she had a harmonious acquaintance with her people 
while the Queen was under the strain of the foreigners and 
was guilty of bigotry. Although Elizabeth's character is 
noble and dramatic but Mary overpowers her when both are 
compared. 
Reginald Pole, the Papal legate, is a "weather cock" 
and is afraid of persecution. Therefore, he goes in for 
Mary's policy under the fear of Elizabeth. He is a 
religious figure and adheres to papacy but remains 
unsuccessful in maintaining it which shows him as a 
fickleminded, unreasonable and fanatical character. In 
11. Hallam, Lord Tennyson, ed., Tennyson: A Memoir, p.178. 
18 
contrast, there is the more attractive character of Cranmer 
who is the Archbishop of Canterbury and is tortured for his 
Protestantism and old enmity with Mary. He is ready for 
public recantation but at the appointed hour, like Becket, 
he sticks to his own faith and denounces himself for having 
broken his firm faith previously. He was burnt publicly. 
From the historical point of view, his character is 
delineated more firmly and resolutely with his somewhat 
questionable faith and courage. He is meek, humble, sweet 
and repentant. That is why he is supposed to be the most 
thrilling figure of the piece. 
The remaining characters of the play, although not so 
important are slightly touched by the dramatist, though very 
clearly portrayed. Tennyson draws them with firm hand and 
delicate touch. The churchmen, politicians and martyrs are 
painted in clear terms, highlighting the main traits of 
their personalities. 
The following remark of Hutton seemed to Tennyson to 
bring out his own conceptions of the characters. 
Almost all the characters who play a real part in 
the drama, however, slightly touched are clearly 
defined; Philip, whose disgust for the queen is 
powerfully painted, but who remains otherwise 
something of a cold cruel and sensual shadow. 
19 
being perhaps in some degree an exception 
Courtenay, Earl of Devon, the vain and flightly 
Catholic Plantagenet, 'this prince of fluff and 
feather' as Lord Howard in speaking to Elizabeth 
12 
calls him... 
These people weave an atmosphere of intrigue and clash. It 
was an age when balance was hanging between the old faith 
and the new. There are statesmen like Page, Howard, Wyatt 
and Bagen Hall, for whom religion was a question of politics 
while from the point of view of the ecclesiastics like Pole, 
Bonner and Gardiner, the political power was an institution 
and religious conformity should be enforced by the 
politicians. 
Tennyson's chief characters acquire symbolic 
significance. His dramatis personae represent vice, virtue 
and institution. His historical figures lack individuality 
and complexity and serve the purpose of the poet's favourite 
conception of didacticism. Even against a particular 
character, there is a manifestation of the poet's favour and 
prejudice, such as Mary representing corrupt monarchy. 
Tennyson employs tiiese symbols cJctcnsivcly to reveal his cdiaracters.. 
characters act confidently because they are devoid of inner 
conflict. 
12. Ibid., p.177. 
20 
During the third phase in the mental development of 
the poet before the Laureateship in 1850, Tennyson was very 
much influenced by the new trends in the scientific and 
religious thinking of the Victorian age. He had developed 
some deep-rooted convictions. But from the fifties onwards, 
some moral and ethical principles coloured his life's point 
of view. The impression of these beliefs continued till the 
later phase of his poetic career when he wrote his plays. 
His plays were deep-rooted in didacticism as Tenn yson's art 
was basically meant for communication, with the intention of 
the intellectual edification of the reader. He, therfore, 
dealt with the religious and political themes in his plays. 
The dramatis personae and themes of the plays communicate a 
definite message. Tennyson's own ideas are revealed in 
dialogues, and .i many characters become his mouth 
pieces and reveal his pre-conceived ideals—as Cranmer 
denunciates papacy and expresses Tennyson's views. 
As far as the theme and characterisation are 
concerned, Tennyson dominated his characters with his own 
personality, pre-occupied with some particular convictions 
and thoughts prevalent in the Victorian age. That is why, 
his characters fail to grow Independently or steadily in a 
natural manner , and are in fact, tied down to certain 
notions. 
21 
His main aim was to produce historical figures in 
their historical perspective but intentionally he picks up 
such situations from the pages of English history and invents 
such circumstances as deal with and justify his own thoughts 
and beliefs directly or indirectly. The situations in these 
plays are put in a way as to provide sufficient environment 
for the full illustration of the moral and social position 
of a particular character. 
The entire plot of Queen Mary delineates the numerous 
circumstances of political and religious problems. These 
situations reflect the unscrupulous and ambitious deeds of 
the ambitious Queen at every step. While writing this play 
it seems that Tennyson was under so much stress and strain 
of political and religious upheavals that even in 
love-episodes selfish political motives penetrate. This 
seems to be the reason why this play lacks universal appeal 
of love. Let us have a look at the following speech: 
Courtenay: Flower, she! 
Half faded, but you cousin, are fresh and 
sweet 
As the first flower, no bee has ever 
tried. -
(Act I, Sc. iv) 
13. Hallam, Lord Tennyson, ed.. Queen Mary And Harold, p.20. 
22 
In this speech Courtenay, who turns a traitor, flatters 
Elizabeth and wants her to dissuade Queen Mary from her plan 
of marriage. The marriage of Mary with Philip is like a 
political compromise between both of them because Philip 
wanted to be the Lord of the Queen's kingdom. Mary also 
takes him for a warrior against all his political enemies. 
Mary: ... defender of the Faith 
Who will avenge me of mine enemies, 
He comes and my star rises 
The stormy Wyatts and Northumbrians 
The proud ambitions of Elizabeth.... 
(Act III, Sc. ii) 
After examining this play, we can infer that Tennyson's 
dramatic intentions here as in the other two plays of the 
Trilogy is mainly to deal with the political, religious, 
issues and only secondarily with emotional issues 
contained in the amorous situations. If politically defined 
he is under too powerful a feeling of patriotism to make any 
compromise with villains who ignore the wishes of the 
English people. His monarch^ i are eventually put to shame 
morally when they restrict the free will of the English 
people. Mary, inspite of being tyrannical, was mad after 
philip, and having been inspired by patriotism, she does not 
find it proper to yield her flag before Philip's ship. 
14. Ibid., p.94. 
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In the religious situations, Tennyson focusses upon 
only one aspect of the Church -- the English Church in 
conflict with despotism and tyranny, a conflict illustrating 
medieval struggle between the church and monarchy. The 
strife between church and monarchy reflects and confirms 
Tennyson's belief and conviction that church should dominate 
the sovereigns. In Queen Mary, English people as Protes-
tants vehemently oppose Spain and the Roman Catholic Church. 
Tennyson is at his happiest and best while dealing 
v;ith the situations of love. His love scenes pertain to an 
intriguing triangular contest. He refines the various subtla 
moods of passion and [XJitrays such situations of self-
sacrificing women. This bears a testimony to his personal 
belief in wedded love. There is insufficiency of the 
varieties of situations. The whole trilogy deals with 
certain aspects and circumstances that lead to the delinea-
tion of limited human nature. Not only the situations and 
circumstances but the speeches and actions are also invented 
and managed in a way that they frequently reduce the 
characters to mere puppets moulded by the poet's personal 
convictions. Characters in Queen Mary are not dynamic; they 
are rather static. Tennyson could not Invent such 
situations, which could adequately account for the villainy 
and nobility of his characters. Dramatis personae are 
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dominated by some particular traits. But these traits do 
not develop gradually out of circumstances but are incorpo-
rated as extraneous elements. For example, Princess 
Elizabeth is noble from the very start and on the contrary 
Queen Mary is ambitious and unscrupulous from the very 
beginning. The poet is on his extreme when he delineated 
his characters in clearly defined black and white from the 
beginning of the dramatic action, instead of allowing them 
to take on these colours through the impact of circumstances 
and situations. This did not allow Tennyson to create 
complexity in his dramatis personae by allov/ing them to 
blend the differing colours in the personality. 
His noble political characters are dominated by one 
common virtue — love for England and her people, while the 
vicious ones by ambition. 
Tennyson delineated the character of noble and loving 
women in his best dramatic sense. In these situations, 
innocence, self-sacrifice and such other good qualities are 
depicted successfully. He feels pleasure in describing his 
noble women who confirm his ideal of a true type of feminine 
love. But while portraying the characters of the wicked 
women, he fails to bring forth the complexity. That is why 
it is apt to say that while Tennyson was successful in 
bringing the vitality and vividness in his gentle women, the 
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protraits of the bad women are devoid of these convincing 
solidity. 
In the examination of Queen Mary as a historical 
study, Froude's remark is enlightening indeed: 
I cannot trust myself to say how greatly I admire 
the play.... You have reclaimed one more section 
of English history from the wilderness and given 
it a form is which it will be fixed for ever. No 
one since Shakespeare has done that. When we were 
beginning to think that we were to have no more 
from you, you have given us the greatest of your 
works. 
This statement confirms the play as a study of the time, at 
once historically truthful in its broad aspects and accurate 
in details. 
We can conclude our discussion by saying that inspite 
of being a stage failure, Queen Mary is a historical study 
of the struggle dealing with Protestantism and patriotism in 
relation to the personal lives of the characters. One 
inference, perhaps, can explain the failure of the play as a 
theatrical piece as well as drama and that is Tennyson's 
15. Hallam, Lord Tennyson, ed. , Tennyson: A Memoir, p.180. 
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artistic ambition to stick to historicity of facts and 
personages and his attempt to make them relevant to the 
contemporary ethos of England. These, somehow, thwarted his 
artistic efforts, to give the requisite artistic freedom to 
the shaping of human elements within the dramatic action of 
the play. 
CMMUBTEt. ' m 
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HAROLD 
Harold, the second play of Tennyson' "Historical TTilogy 
published in 1876- the nature of the external conflict is 
similar to that of Queen Mary. Here also the struggle for 
power and English throne is shown right from the beginning. 
It is manifested in the decision of the people of England 
and the dying King Edward to appoint Harold as his 
successor. It was all in accordance with English custom. 
Preceding this episode, there is the battle of Stamford 
Bridge in which Harold conquers his opponent Tostig^ his 
ambitious brother. Count William of Normandy, is the second 
and more formiddable claimant to the English throne. He is a 
very cruel and power hungry person. Harold takes shelter in 
his kingdom after a shipwreck. The Count compels him to 
take oath in the name of the pious bones of Norman Saints, 
so that he could get support in grabbing the golden 
opportunity of getting English throne after Edward's death. 
Finding himself in a helpless situation he had to yield to 
the Count's will. As Harold breaks his oath everyone goes 
against him. But he fears the threats of persons less than 
the warnings given by the spirits of the dead which trouble 
him at night in solitude. He beholds a vision of Edward, a 
vision of Wulfnoth, a vision of Tostig, a vision of the 
Norman Saints. But at the back of his mind, there is only 
one thing that he is on the right track. The closing scene 
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takes place in the battle-field where William slaughters 
Harold and becomes a victor. Aldwyth and Edith meet in their 
search for the body of Harold. This is the most pathetic 
scene in the play. Edith, unable to bear the loss of 
Harold, joins him in his last journey to heaven. She falls 
on his body and dies. Malet fails in disjointing her from 
his body. It shows the intensity and loyalty of love 
between them. The problem stated in a nut-shell at the very 
outset makes us familiar with the outline of the plot that 
the playwright deals with in the play. For the better 
appraisal of the play, let us have a look at the story- line 
of the play. 
The first Act of the play opens with the last phase 
of Edward, the Confessor's reign. The first scene is laid 
in London, at the King's Palace. A Comet is blazing in the 
sky and troubling the minds of men with the apprehension of 
some imminent catastrophic change. While each person 
propelled by his own ambition, reads an encouragement to the 
fructification of his desire in that sign, the devout King, 
whose work is nearly done, recognizes in the sign "narrow-
ness and, coldness" of the realm. Thus from here starts the 
"tragedy of doom" as indicated by the Comet. It becomes the 
fulcrum of the whole plot dealing with Harold's life and 
destiny. 
There is a rivalry of love in Harold because of which 
29 
the political conflict grows further and the tension of the 
royal family increases correspondingly. The second scene of 
the first act -- in the ga?tden of the King's house near 
London -- passes shortly before Harold sets out on his 
voyage. Edith, the v/ard of Edward loves Harold, which is 
reciprocated by the former: 
Love is come with a song and a smile, 
Welcome love with a smile and a song, 
-I 
Love can stay but a little while.... (Act I,Sc. ii) 
The parting conversation between the lovers in the 
moonlit garden is overheard by Aldwyth, widow of Griffyth, 
King of Wales and the daughter of Alfgar. There has been a 
long and fierce jealousy between the house of Alfgar and the 
house of Godwin. But now the daughter of Alfgar, Aldwyth, 
is drawn towards the son of Godwin by the spell of Harold's 
noble nature. she knows about Edith, Harold's first love, 
but she is resolute, politic and patient. She scrutinizes 
the stormy days of Harold's realm and is hopeful that these 
upheavals may serve her passion for Harold as well as her 
ambition of being the queen. But it is possible only when 
his crown is at stake. Now the rivalry is between Aldwyth 
and Edith. The active opposition between them provokes 
Aldwyth and she raises Northumbrians against Harold. Harold 
1. Hallam, Lord Tennyson, ed., Queen Mary And Harold 
(Macmilan & Co. Ltd., London, 1908), Vol. VIII, p.230. 
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has to secure the alliance of the people against the 
invaders. For the sake of this purpose he has to sacrifice 
Edith and marry Aldwyth unwillingly. Harold is presented as 
a symbol of English democratic and patriotic spirit, 
although it was temporarily eclipsed by the foreign 
encroachment and mutually destructive war. His destiny 
controls the fate of the country. 
The situations of love between Harold, Edith and 
Aldwyth in Harold are presented as subsidiary to the main 
political theme. These situations are used as a subplot 
only to heighten and increase the effectiveness and 
perplexity of the main plot. Edith rescinds even her 
marriage with Harold in order to save him and England from 
the curse of Norman Saints. The curses of the Norman Saints 
and the political intriguing designs of Aldwyth bring 
hinderance between the love and marriage of Edith and 
Harold. These situations are a kind of relief for the 
audience, continuously bearing the conflicting situations of 
the main plot. 
Tennyson after writing Harold chose a subject to form 
the prologue, which was to constitute the first act of the 
long national struggle against papacy, contained in his 
Queen Mary, where the pope supported William's claim to the 
English throne. The disastrous reign of Queen Mary is well 
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marked. The heighest point of the long struggle was where 
Harold started his leadership. There are eighteen 
characters as against forty four and eleven scenes as 
against twenty three scenes in Queen Mary. 
In Harold, Tennyson presented a concise plot. The 
story is interesting from the human point of view because in 
it the poet has introduced a sympathetic love story with the 
story of a woman's jealousy and the plot runs through a 
definite dramatic progression leading to a climax. So the 
play offers a more compact unity of impression and was 
better adapted to stage production than Queen Mary. 
Tennyson escaped from the bonds of pre ciseness, correctness 
and accuracy. Tennyson became lyrical in this play becau. e 
history, still blended with romance, offered the dramatist 
full opportunity of using his imagination to fashion his 
dramatis personae according to his own pleasure but within 
the b^ o^-d outlines of tradition. He did not care much for 
delineating his characters in a historical, probable mood. 
He gave an air of the contemporary sentiments through the 
language of the personages belonging to a distant age. 
The main theme of the play is depicted in the scenes 
of the comet, Harold's ship-wreck and his capture, the oath, 
Edward's curse and death, the wedding and coronation of 
Harold and Aldwyth and the great battle of Sanguelac. The 
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subsidiary episodes dealing with the rivalry of Edith and 
Aldwyth for Harold's love on the one hand gives relief from 
the tense situations for some time while on the other hand 
intensifies the main conflict. Although the play echoes the 
theme of the past days, it is saturated with freshness, 
beauty and a heroic strength. With its dramatic form the 
play harmonises an epic spirit and dimension. The vitality 
of characters, actions, passions and diction, all increases 
to the end and sums itself up in that grand battle scene 
with its latin "choruses" which gives a touch of Aeschylean 
vigour to the play. The battle scene which constitutes the 
main part of the fifth act is most dramatically managed 
through Stigand's excited narration, intrupted by the yells 
of the two armies and the Latin hymns. The chants of the 
monks and the visions which pass through Harold's dream 
before the battle of Sanguelac are skilfully managed to 
enhance the magnitude of the crisis. 
In Harold, there are two groups of characters as in 
Tennyson's other plays — villains and noble minded persons. 
Tostig and Count William of Normandy belong to the first 
group. These two persons are unscrupulous raonarchs with 
ambition for unlimited powers and no consideration for the 
human values in going against their opponents. Count 
William is the embodiment of brutality. His savagery 
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reaches its highest pitch when he compels ship-wrecked 
Harold to swear reluctantly to give him support in order to 
secure the English throne for himself: 
Officer - We have the man that railed against thy birth. 
William - Tear out his tongue. 
Officer - We shall not rail again. 
He said that he should see confusion fall 
On thee and on thine house. 
William - Tear out his eyes. 
2 
And plunge him into prison. (Act II, Sc. ii) 
Afterwards, when Harold refuses to honour the immoral oath 
administered to him forcibly. Count William is assisted by 
the combined forces of Christendom, and under the Pope's 
instructions, he encroaches upon England. 
The other group involved in the conflict is of noble 
characters. Harold as the leader of this group stands as a 
foil to Count William. Tennyson is subjective in 
delineating his characters. His characters are the mouth-
piece of a certain point of view rather than as natural 
dramatis personae. For example, Harold, embodying patriotic 
spirit, breaks his undemocratic oath thinking as Alfred says 
2. Ibid., pp.254-255. 
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— "He who vows a vow to strangle his ov;n mother/is guiltier 
3 
keeping it than breaking it." (Act III, Sc. i) When he 
becomes the king he sacrifices Edith and marries Aldwyth for 
establishing harmony among the English people. He snubs 
both the wrongful claimants to the English throne. 
As regards the women characters in the play, they are 
also of two types: The virtuous and the wicked. Edith is a 
virtuous lady and Aldwyth a wicked one. There is rivalry 
between them. Edith suffers because she is simple, devoted 
and politically down-trodden; Aldwyth is an ambitious, 
wicked, and intriguing tupe of woman. In this play the 
cause of the struggle is rivalry in love. Aldwyth incites 
her brother to stir up the Thanes against him and before 
Harold, the only way of getting their support is to 
sacrifice his beloved and marry Aldwyth. 
Aldwyth's love is characterised by self-seeking and 
intriguing. That is why her love is inferior to the 
tolerant, silent and self-sacrificing love of Edith whose 
company is blissful for Harold. This struggle between the 
noble Edith and Aldwyth ends in the wedlock of Aldwyth and 
Harold much against the aspirations of both Harold and 
Edith. In Harold, the number of characters is fewer — 
3. Ibid., p.271. 
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including two prominent men, Harold and Count William and 
two principal women, Edith and Aldwyth. There are 
characters who are contrasted. Harold can be contrasted 
with William and Edith with Aldwyth. Harold's character is 
versatile, heroic, courageous and immaculate as far as his 
kingship is concerned. He, like tily^es, having "one equal 
temper of heroic hearts/ Made weak by time and fate, but 
4 
strong in will/ To strive, to seek and not to yield," is 
determined and unshrinking in his resolution and faces the 
adversaries boldly until he falls a victim to the 
over-whelming Norman forces. Harold, the Protagonist of the 
play, creates a dramatic effect with a combination of his 
military and civil talents, his faithful and intimidating 
approach against foreign invasions, his generous and frank 
demeanour and his heroism blended with his tall and comely 
personality and physical strength. Inspite of being among 
the worst circumstances, his nobility and sense of duty is 
unshaken. The oath taken by Harold becomes a linking device 
for the various parts and events from the Protagonist's rise 
to his fall. He suffers because of his tragic flaw of 
breaking the vow. He becomes the tragic hero in the 
Aristotelian sense, who suffers on account of the Greek 
4. Walter Graham, ed. , The Best of Tennyson (Ronald Press Co. 
New York, 1930) , p.117. 
36 
element of fate, which is a powerful adjunct to the play. 
Tennyson called the drama his 'Tragedy of doom' and 
emphasized this motif throughout the play. 
In contrast with him stands Count William of Normandy, 
He, in order to fulfill his desire to extend his empire by 
hook or by crook, administers an immoral oath to reluctant 
Harold. He has the strength and support of Christian 
justice. Even with the help of Pope and Christendom, he 
would have lost the battle but the treachery of Aldwyth and 
brothers brings hindrance in the path of Harold. The scene 
of the oath taken by Harold not only enhances the dramatic 
intensity of the play but also unfolds the scheming and 
opportunistic characteristics of William's nature. He does 
not lose the opportunity of harassing Harold in the 
temptation of the throne. In this ambition, he becomes the 
most barbarous king and viciously designs a plot against 
Harold as soon as he gets the opportunity. His design shows 
his corrupt mentality and lust for power and gold. He 
weaves such an irresistible web of hostility against him 
that it leads to Harold's fall. It will be apt to say that 
he is a great politician. 
On the one hand we see Edith as a sweet shadowy 
figure who renounces her marriage with Harold and sets the 
highest example of affection. But on the other hand, her 
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rival Aldwyth, who is highly fascinated by Harold's power, 
compels him to marry her by stirring up the Northumbrians. 
Tennyson's main objective in writing his triology was 
didactic. Certain Christian beliefs and ideals which 
Tennyson adhered to and believed in, were not to be flouted 
in the Victorian society. To support these principles and 
values he took religious and political themes. In the 
treatment of the theme of Harold's denunciation of Papacy, 
the dramatist highlights the significance of the act of 
breaking his oath. In Harold, some speeches of the dying 
King Edward expose Tennyson's own conviction or creed of the 
greatness of England and her people and his faith in God for 
the divine favour for her, although these speeches have 
nothing much to do with the strings of the web of the plot. 
The dramatist's own patriotism is much more strongly 
expresed than William's own in his last speech, in which he 
praises and adores English army, England and Harold: 
William- "Since, I knew battle 
And that was from my boyhood, never yet — 
No, by the splendour of God — have I fought men 
Like Harold and his brethren, and his guard of 
English."^ (Act V, Sc.V) 
The study of the play reveals that Tennyson's mind 
5. Hallam, Lord Tennyson, ed., Queen Mary And Harold, 
pp.326-27. 
38 
seems tc be obsessed with the ancient glory of England. The 
true ideal of kingship is embodied in the character of the 
hero and it has also been predetermined. As a result the 
obstructions in the main action are Harold's denunciation of 
Papacy, the undemocratic state and his admiration for 
England, her constitution and her people. 
Tennyson is subjective in a way in describing his 
characters and themes in keeping with his personal 
convictions and beliefs, without bothering about the 
artistic demand of negative capability in the protrayal of 
his characters. The growth of characters is geared to the 
necessity of expressing didacticism, patriotism, religion, 
love and certain other notions. Harold is a historical play 
as it contains historical situations and circumstances but 
these circumstances and situations are depicted by the 
dramatist in such a manner that they directly or indirectly 
confirm Tennyson's own thoughts, such as the struggle in 
Harold's life dealing with the Pope, Church and Papacy. 
These situations fully illustrate the moral and social 
position of the characters especially that of Harold and 
William and their public honour, love, shame, and disgrace. 
In the entire plot of Harold, love and political 
intrigues overshadow all the situations and characters. 
Having defined it politically, it comes to our mind that the 
39 
opportunist VJilliam's conspiracy of compelling Harold to take 
oath in the name of the pious bones of Norman Saints fails 
as later on, Harold under too powerful a feeling of 
patriotism to make any compromise with William and his army, 
breaks his oath. That way Harold embodies Tennyson's ideal 
of patriotism. In the religious sense, Harold is in 
conflict with the Pope, Church and all Christendom after 
breaking his oath. 
Tennyson's trilogy lacks novelty in situations, 
characters and action. It deals with certain things, 
reflecting Tennyson's mind. That's why, his characters lack 
dynamism and statically stick to one particular notion. Like 
the nobility of Harold, the villainy of William is charac-
teristic of these persons throughout from the very start 
till the end of the play. These traits do not grow 
gradually out of circumstances because Tennyson failed to 
produce such situations as can account for their develop-
ments. Harold and William are on the opposite extremes when 
delineated either full of good or bad qualities. These 
characters are not complex. Harold is a noble character and 
is dominated by one common virtue while the vicious William 
is motivated by ambition. While drawing the women characters 
in Harold, the dramatist uses' his best dramatic sense. 
Edith is innocent, self-sacrificing and has so many good 
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qualities. She conforms to the true ideal of feminine love 
but while portraying Aldwyth he does not succeed in bringing 
forth the vitality and complexity in her character. 
Tennyson under Shakespeare's influence imitates him 
by inserting some soliloquies in Harold too. In 
Shakespearean drama soliloquies anticipate some future 
action or enhance some special effect leading to the 
revelation of the inner self of the characters but in 
Harold, in the soliloquy put into the protagonist's mouth, 
after his dream of King Edward, Norman Saints, Wulfnoth and 
Tostig, Harold is confined to the past. It has nothing to 
do with his future plan; it only reviews the past: 
Harold: Away! 
My battle axe against your voices. Peace! 
The King's last word — 'the arrow!' I 
Shall die --
I die for England then who lived for England— 
What nobler? men must die. 
I can not fall .... (Act V, Sc. i) 
This soliloquy characterises Harold as the true and 
patriotic king who is ready to die for the sake of his 
country. 
Another important soliloquy by Aldwyth comes after 
her melodrama of evesdropping when Harold was busy with 
6. Ibid., p.308. 
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Edith before going to France. In this soliloquy, this 
ex-Queen of Wales outlines her perverted and corrupt ways 
and means whereby she will become queen of England. Her 
treachery is highlighted here in this soliloquy — 
Aldwyth: "I see the goal and half the way to it — 
Peace lover is our Harold for the sake 
Of England's wholeness — so — to shake the North 
With earthquake and disruption — some division — 
Then fling mine own fair person in the gap 
A sacrifice to Harold, a peace — offering 
A scape-goat marriage — all the sins of both 
The houses on mine head — then a fair life 
And bless the queen of England." (Act I, Sc.ii) 
Afterwards Aldwyth entices the superstitious Edward, the 
Confessor, to insist tha^ J;Edith shall remain a vestal virgin 
as a redemptive measure against the breaking of the oath by 
her lover Harold when he succeeds him as king of England. 
Besides soliloquies, Tennyson provides mental relief by 
introducing songs in the middle of the tense situations. 
Edith sings a song when she fails to win Harold as her 
husband. There is another sweet and sad song when Edith and 
Harold failed to marry each other. There is another love 
song when the parting of the lovers in the moonlit garden i 
dramatised. Edith sings this beautiful song with true 
feelings of love: 
7. Ibid., p.235. 
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"Love is come with a song and smile, 
Welcome Love with a smile and a song: 
Love can stay but a little while. 
Why can not he stay? They call him away: 
Ye do him wrong, Ye do him wrong; 
Love will stay for a whole life long. 
(Act I, Sc. ii) 
Tennyson is at his poetic best in these songs. Besides 
providing mental relief to the audience, these songs help in 
furthering the plot of the play and contributing to the 
fine setting. 
Tennyson maintains a distance between the status of 
the lov/er, uneducated and higher educated classes. 
Sometimes minor characters seem as diverting our attention 
from the main action but they do provide some information 
through their witty dialogues. The witty dialogues of the 
fisherman with Rolf, reveal the former's character: 
I thank thee, Rolf. Run thou to Count Guy, he is 
hard at hand. Tell him what hath crept into our 
creel, and he will fee thee as freely as he will 
wrench this outlander's ransom out of him — and 
why not? for what right had he to get himself 
9 
wrecked on another man's land? (Act II, Sc. i) 
For a small reward he shows the Count a captive who can pay 
8. Ibid., p.230. 
9. Ibid., pp.238-39. 
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a great ransom. The Count rides down to the Coast, seizes 
Harold and carries him of to be racked or ransomed in the 
fortress of Beaurain. William uses his authority over Count 
Guy and makes Harold his own prisoner. This marl^  the 
beginning of Harold's adventures beyond the seas. 
On the whole, if we study this play carefully we will 
find that Tennyson had chosen a noble subject. "The last 
English king of England, the hero and martyr of English 
freedom is worthy to be celebrated by an English laureate. 
Nor could any form of celebration have been more appropriate. 
Tennyson has added a new charm to the chivalrous legends 
which float around the British Arthur. He now proves that 
he can do justice to the great historical events which group 
themselves with a tragic distinctness around the English 
Harold. No historical character unites more completely than 
Harold all the elements of dramatic effect. When we 
consider the days which was the casting of his life and when 
we estimate the cause for which he struggled and the effect 
of that cause after he died, we come to the conclusion that 
he is fit enough to become a noble hero and his fitness is 
seen to be enhanced tenfold by the dramatic grandeur of his 
surroundings. "Winds and waves, Harold's own acts, so alien 
10. Sir Richard Jebb., The Times, (18th December, 1978) 
quoted in, Queen Mary And Harold, ed. by Hallam Lord 
Tennyson, Vol. VIII, p.362. 
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to his nature and even circumstances fight against him and 
yet he still holds to duty, nobleness and patriotism. The 
truthful Harold's false oath by the Saints of Normandy gives 
11 the tragic unity to the action." 
Tennyson does not introduce Harold as a king. He 
brings us the latter days of Edward the Confessor's reign 
when Harold was already the ruler, already the mainstay, 
already the pillar of the English people's hope. The 
portrayal of the main characters shows the good self of 
Tennyson as a character painter as is exemplified by his 
protrayal of Harold who has every quality which can ennoble 
a national defence. William has every quality which can 
lend terrible force to a foreign attack. In William, the 
desperate fierceness of the Northern race was the wonder and 
fear of mankind. His vast strength and brilliant daring, 
the gigantic frame, the savage countenance, the irresisti-
ble fury of wrath, the pitiless cruelty of revenge declared 
William, a genuine Norseman. The day on which Harold and 
William met at Senlac was the most momentous day in the 
history of England. 
The most distinctive feature in Tennyson's treatment 
of the subject is the dramatic use made of Harold's famous 
11. Hallam, Lord Tennyson, ed., Tennyson, A Memoir, 
(Macmillan & Co. Ltd, London, 1897) Vol. 11, P.186. 
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oath to William. This scene is dramatically very powerful 
in the whole play and it provides the keynote to the tragedy 
of Harold's personal fate. Here is seen the special 
advantage for the historical dramatist — when he is a true 
artist -- of a story such which Tennyson has handled here. 
Hallam states about Harold's oath -- "It becomes his 
avenging destiny. In his short career, it is what the 
inherited curse was to the house of Pelops. Harold can say 
in the true sense which Euripides meant, 'My tongue has 
sworn, but my soul has not sworn'. Nothing in the play 
seems to us finer than the contrast between Harold's own 
view of his predicament and the casuistry of the theologians 
who seek to reassure him. He has a foreboding that he must 
suffer the immediate doom of the defiled, but beyond that 
doom he looks up to that Justice which shall give him the 
12 
reward of the pure in spirit." Sir Richard Jebb. has aptly 
remarked in this regard as follows: 
The main lines in the play are clear and principal 
characters are well-defined. This dramatic poem 
contains all the possessions of the valueable 
accurate historical study. It can appeal to all 
the varied associations of an authentic and 
venerable tradition; and at the same time, the 
dramatist is not rigidly excluded from the 
12. Ibid. 
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exercise of creative fancy. There is a margin of 
doubtful legend within which his imagination is 
13 legitimately free. 
In Harold, elements of romance swim on the surface of 
the historical liquid which Tennyson can define or signify 
as he pleases without judging that his drama is only 
historical. It means that this drama can be approached in V7ays 
different from those of the historical play. Like the oath 
taken by Harold seems certain and natural in order because 
the whole drama depends upon it. And it is the cause of the 
tragic flaw in the hero's character leading him to a 
catastrophic climax. Tennyson has given a perfectly 
intelligible form to the incident. 
Tennyson, besides endowing Harold with attributes of 
an Aristotelian hero, imparts epic grandeur and heroic 
strength and simplicity to the play. The play deals with a 
subject of the epic importance of the National hero, dealing 
with the national struggle of the Crown and the Church for 
predominance. But it can easily be comprehended by the 
readers of the Nineteenth Century because nearly all the 
characters are simple, and the plot is eminently so. The 
extreme simplicity of the drama requires a corresponding 
amount of strength to make it effective. So the play seems 
13. Sir Richard Jebb., The Times, (18th December, 1876) 
quoted in Queen Mary and Harold, ed., by Hallam Lord 
Tennyson, Vol. VIII, p.378. 
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to be showing the Aeschylean vigour of the hero which 
corresponds with the play's action, passion, style and 
diction. 
Though the play did not have success on the stage, it 
amply demonstrates that Tennyson had amply dramaturgical 
acumen exemplified in some of the striking situations of the 
play and fine flashes in characterisation where human intensity 
is conveyed through exquisite lyricism. 
CMMm^X ' i%^ 
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BECKET 
Becket was written in 1884. Thomas Becket is the patron-
saint of Canterbury. The historical Becket was a powerful 
figure of medieval England. He was the Chancellor under 
king Henry II who became his friend and patron and made him 
the Archbishop of Canterbury. The King wanted to bring the 
affairs of the Church and State under one secular authority. 
But as the Archbishop of Canterbury, Becket refused to 
submit to the authority of the King and to work as his 
henchman or representative. This started a conflict between 
the Archbishop and tne King, ending in the former's assassi-
nation. It was the main cause of the conflict which grew 
steadily in intensity because the King and the Archbishop 
both were proud and unbending men. They were not prepared 
to submit or yield to each other. 
The growing conflict drove Becket into exile in 
Friince where he remained for seven years. He tried to 
frustrate the encroachment of political power over the 
authority of the Church with the help of the King of France 
and Pope at Rome. The play deals with political ferments 
similar to those in his long narrative poem Idylls of the 
King. The conflict reflected in this play emphasises the 
external situation rather than the internal conflict. 
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dealing with the lives of the characters. In Becket the 
battle of power between the crown and the church results in 
conflict between King Henry and Archbishop Becket. Becket 
declares the ex-communication of the erring bishops of 
England as well as saves Rosamund. These bishops were the 
followers of King Henry. Becket is murdered for these acts. 
The church is often in a conflict with the throne. There are 
two types of clergy. The good priests like Becket are 
spiritually strong people who obey the dictates of their 
conscience only and who repose a firm faith in God. Becket 
is contrasted with the vicious priests who are sycophants 
and weather cocks. They adhere to earthly power and wealth. 
They support the King for their political gain and to fulfil 
their selfish designs. They neglect the church order. 
Foliot, Roger and Hillary help the King in oppressing Becket. 
In Becket, King Henry in order to make the church, 
the handmaid of the crown desires to impose his laws and 
customs on the church, but Becket refuses to sign those 
bills and takes the assistance of the King of France and 
Pope and it happens that the Pope and immoral churchmen play 
together and even Becket relies upon his own faith rather 
than upon the support of the Pope. He says: 
It is not the king who is guilty of mine exile. 
But Rome, Rome, Rome. (Act II, Sc. ii) 
1. T. Herbert Warren, ed., Tennyson-Poems and Plays, (Oxford 
University Press, London, 1975) p.67A. 
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The same theme is used by T.S. Eliot in his Murder in the 
Cathedral: 
It is not becket who pronounces doom, 
But the law of Christ's church, the judgement of 
Rome. 
But as contrasted with Becket, Murder in the Cathedral avoids 
all these external clashes. The strength of Eliot's play 
lies in the inner conflict of a martyred saint. Eliot, 
being concerned with the martyrdom of a saint has considera-
bly toneJ/ down the secular features of Becket's character. 
When these plays are compared, the passage of an eventful 
half century reveals the gulf between Tennyson's imperial 
England and Eliot's period of sub-conscious conflict. In 
Murder in the Cathedral incidental details are given and 
minimum characters are introduced and focus of attention are 
the murderous episode and the protagonist who is to undergo 
the last sufferings according to Christianity. There is no 
side-tracking romance between Henry and Rosamund* and there 
is no cheapness of the tension by the crudities of Fitzurse. 
He pursued Rosamund to gratify his lust and those of Eleanor. 
Tennyson makes the main political conflict by introducing 
the rivalry of love between Queen Eleanor and Rosamund and 
it intensifies.the struggle and tension regarding power and 
2. T.S. Eliot, Murder in The Cathedral (Faber & Faber Ltd., 
London, n.d.), p.65. 
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church in some way connected with that turmoil. The 
jealousy of queen Eleanor grows on account of the love 
between Henry and Rosamund. Rosamund was saved from the 
murderous assault of the queen by Becket. She gives up her 
love intrigues with the king but the submission of this 
event by the queen to the king was a misrepresented and 
distorted version and it brings the conflict between Henry 
and Becket to the climax and leads to the murder of 
Archbishop. Early in the play Henry enforces an oath that 
his friend will protect the maiden. This oath Becket 
proceeds to keep, even melodramatically saving her from a 
murderous weapon wielded by Eleanor. It is this situation 
which Tennyson contrives as the source of the bitterness on 
the part of Henry that leads to Becket's death. Eleanor's 
insinuation that Thomas has put Rosamund into a monastery at 
Godstow for his own purposes, causes the king to lose all 
control in a set of impassioned speeches which conclude with 
the exclamation Will no man free me from this pestilent 
priestP (Act V, Sc. i) Thus Becket's keeping of his oath 
provides Eleanor with the weapon that brings on his death. 
The queen in the play may be regarded as a catalyst speeding 
an inevitable reaction. The conflict between Becket and 
3. T. Herbert Warren, ed., Tennyson-Poems and Plays, p.689. 
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Henry, the crux of the problem in the drama is evident in 
the fact that it is stated in the five acts, and the King's 
decision to name Thomas as Archbishop is set forth in a 
prologue. 
The play is so accurate a representation of the 
personages and of the time that J.R. Green said that all his 
researches into the annals of the Twelfth Century had not 
given him "so vivid a conception of the character of Henry 
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II and his court as was embodied in Tennyson's Becket." 
Becket stands for church. He is the defensive wall against 
throne and baronage. He is people's tower of strength and 
protects the poor and down trodden. The struggle between 
becket and Henry is on the one hand, the medieval strife 
between the church and the King and on the other hand, the 
conflict between the common man and the tyrannical monarch. 
Situations of love are subsidiary to the main political 
conflict. The love-affair of Rosamund and Henry in Becket 
only heightens and increases the charm and perplexity of the 
main story. Rosamund's love for Henry remains unchangeable 
till the climax. Even when after relinquishing her love, 
she requests Becket against the ex-communication of the 
King. Rosamund's life ends in despair. Rosamund renounces 
her passion for king Henry and leads a pious life in the 
4. Hallam, Lord Tennyson, Tennyson, A Memoir (Macmillan & Co, 
Ltd., London, 1897), Vol. II, p.193. 
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church. Rosamund shares with Henry not only the joys and 
sorrows of his love but also of his political career. Even 
she knows the political secrets of her husband and gives him 
independent and fearless advice. So, she is not conceived 
as a "paramour" to satisfy the King's passion, the fearless 
condemnation of Rosamund after knowing the King's wicked 
designs against the noble Becket and his "poor and miserable 
folks" is unequivocal: 
Rosamund : And is that altogether Royal? 
Henry : Traitress! 
Rosamund : Faithful traitress to thy royal 
fame. (Act II, Sc. i) 
Though, these situations emerge after the intense political 
upheavals, yet they contain exquisite lyrics and the fine 
scenes of nature, witty dialogues and the calm and soothing 
atmosphere of the diverse phases of love. Some of the sub-
plots are full of humorous characters, e.g. Geoffrey and 
Mergery in the love episode of Becket. 
In this play, Tennyson endeavoured to appeal to 
popular emotion by introducing a theme of romantic love and 
jealousy in love triangle of Henry II, queen Eleanor and 
fair Rosamund. The mixture of love-plot with political 
5. T. Herbert Warren, ed., Tennyson-Poems and Plays, p.668. 
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history is incompatible because of the incongruity of the 
scenes of love with the real drama of political conflict 
between Becket and Henry. The scenes give a good and 
powerful dramatic impression. But the play as a whole is 
not so impressive a piece of the work of art. It gives the 
impression of improbability in the character of Becket with 
its obvious inconsistencies. 
Becket is Tennyson's most thrilling play. The main 
action concentrates mainly upon one theme representing the 
conflict between Henry and his new Archbishop. In the main 
plot, the scenes and incidents are selected in such a 
remarkable manner that it is noticed for the accuracy of 
"representation of personages and time," due to which the 
spirit of outward conflict is felt throughout. The play on 
the whole gives the impression of a series of lively and 
amusing historic scenes, those are beautifully written. The 
prologue to the play is very symbolic with great finesse and 
charm and the synopsis of the whole future action is 
unfolded in the prologue. The game of chess symbolises the 
imminent conflict between the King and the Archbishop. It 
also reveals the defeat of the former. While enraged, Henry 
kicks the chess and this anticipates the fallen King's 
cowardly step of Becket's assassination. And it reveals 
Becket's refusal to submit to the King's order contrary to 
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Henry's expectation. He saves Rosamund from Eleanor's 
intrigues and punishes the erring bishops. These events 
incite Henry for his assassination and he remains firm to 
the last. A vivid and perfectly faithful picture of both 
Henry and of Thomas is offered by the playwright and their 
relationship to each other. There is a powerful delineation 
of the church influence on Thomas and it is blended with his 
own haughty spirit and is sanctifying to his own conscience. 
The central fact of the earlier middle ages is revealed. At 
that time, church was all in all. In the middle ages, 
spiritual power was more important than the earthly power. 
The majority of the people thought it to be the embodiment 
of Divine power. Becket as a play is passionate and 
pathetic, full of sublime feelings and beautiful scenes. 
Hallara writes Irving's opinion about the play: 
To me Becket is a very noble play, with something 
of that lofty feeling and far-reaching influence, 
which belong to a 'Passion Play'. 
Tennyson inserts the usual Elizabethan pattern of five acts 
with the main action of political strife which is inter-
linked with Rosamund's conflict with Eleanor. 
As far as the characterisation is concerned the 
6. Hallam, Lord Tennyson, ed., Tennyson A Memoir, Vol. II, 
p.196. 
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characters fall into two groups — Villains and noble minded 
persons. In the first group, Henry is the unscrupulous 
monarch who is ambitious of unlimited pov;ers and takes the 
strongest measures against his opponent, Becket. Henry II, 
affected by his villainous and perverted nature, misappre-
hends Becket's character and encroaches upon the rights of 
the church. He does not care for Rosamund and provides her 
insufficient protection. He appears to be very much 
tyrannical in oppressing the poor and in the assassination 
of Becket in the Cathedral of Canterbury. In his character-
delineation, Tennyson showed the corruption which was beyond 
control in the Roman Catholic church, which aimed at 
encouragement of lust for power and gold. Spiritual eleva-
tion of the people was of secondary importance. There was 
moral depravity prevalent everywhere which is hinted at by 
Becket: 
Why should this Rome, this Rome 
Still choose Barabbas rather than the christ 
Absolve the left hand thief and damn the right. 
(Act II, Sc. ii) 
Henry is helped in his villainous purposes by the 
corrupt bishops of England, who were Becket's antagonists; 
This type of persons do not have any sense of respect for 
7. T. Herbert Warren, ed. , Tennyson-Poems and Plays, p.674. 
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the urges of the common man nor do they care for or 
appreciate the moral revolt of the English people against 
corruption and the superstitions prevalent in the Roman 
Church. They are characteristically medieval as far as 
their brutality in punishing their victims is concerned. 
Becket represents another group of noble priests in 
conflict with this vicious concurrence of monarchs. Becket 
primarily is the mouth-piece of a certain point of view 
rather than a natural dramatis personae. Service of the 
poor and miserable people is the motive of Becket and his 
friends. On account of this, they have a conflicting 
encounter with the crown. These characters are not ambi-
tious and have no passion for the earthly luxuries as the 
villains of the piece do. They follow the light of reason 
against the deluging forces. Their strength lies in their 
strong and powerful characters. The pure character is 
powerful because of the faith in God than in external 
support. They seem to echo and represent the true spirit of 
religion. They revolt against the corruption of the church 
as true followers of Christianity. Becket is devoted to the 
ideals of the church and believes in the service of the 
people as his supreme God. This type of ideal characters in 
the plays of Tennyson symbolise the ideas of the major 
Vi ctorians like Carlyle, Ruskin and Browning. After 
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considering their deeds properly, it seems that they act 
according to their conscience. 
A hostile web is woven by the ambitious and corrupt 
priests against Becket but he has a proper conviction of 
serving his cause better by death than life; for his cause 
he prefers to die as martyr. Similarly there are two types 
of women in Becket. First, Rosamund suffers throughout the 
play because she is very simple, devoted to King Henry but 
politically down-trodden. The other one is queen Eleanor. 
She is very ambitious, wicked and intriguing. Rivalry in love 
leads to the conflict between them. That's why madly 
jealous Eleanor tries to crush her whom her husband loves. 
Rosamund is tolerant, devoted and sincere to Henry while 
Queen Eleanor is jealous, proud and powermad. But this 
struggle ends in the victory of Eleanor and misery of 
Rosamund. Their rivalry leads to the assassination of 
Becket and Rosamund's relinquishing of worldly life for the 
convent. 
Tennyson's highest achievement in the art of 
characterisation is Becket. It has fewer characters than 
Queen Mary and Harold. In this play, characters either 
contrasted or symbolised make an effective employment. The 
irresolution and immorality in Henry is contrasted with the 
idealism of the church in Becket, the protagonist. 
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Similarly, queen Eleanor's pride, and jealousy can be 
opposed to Rosamund's sincere devotion and humility. Unlike 
Queen Mary and Harold, the main focus of attention in Becket 
is on one character only — the towering personality of 
Archbishop Becket. He is unconquerable, courageous and 
symbolises the medieval struggle of ecclesiastical power 
against worldly power. He becomes the ecclesiastical hero 
and overshadows all the characters in the drama. VJhen alive 
he kept on the central line of the action throughout and 
even his violent death supplies a suitable tragic catastro-
phe to the play. Becket is the most saintly figure in 
English dramatic literature. He is proud but only when he 
encounters with any evil on the earth and reposing his 
absolute faith in God refuses to yield. Becket is an extra-
ordinary character — "too good for human nature's daily 
food." A minor flaw is that he cannot forgive his enemies or 
in fact he can forgive his enemies, not God's. 
John of Salisbury: A policy of wise pardon 
Wins here as well as there. 
To bless 
Thine enemies — 
Becket: Ah, mine, not Heaven's. (Act V, Sc. ii) 
But at last, he gives pardon to all his murderers. 
This is Chirst-like. 
Another speech by Becket is also remarkable: 
8. Ibid., p.689. 
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Becket: I am readier to be slain, than thou to slay 
Hugh, I know well, thou hast but half a heart 
To bathe this sacred pavement with my blood. 
God pardCn thee and these, but God's full 
curse, 
Shatter you all to pieces—. (Act.V,Sc.iii) 
Hallam writes in A Memoir — "My father's view of Becket was 
as follows: 
Becket was a really great and impulsive man, with 
a firm sense of duty and when he renounced the 
world, looked upon himself as the, head of that 
church which was the people's tower of strength^ 
their bulwark against throne and baronage. 
The wronged Rosamund's reverential devotion for him when she 
kneels praying over his body, in the Canterbury Cathedral, 
is very touching and impressive. He completely identified 
himself with the dominant conception of the sense of duty as 
the head of church and this often led to his spiritual 
ecstasy. Rosamund's devotion full of reverence to Becket 
emerges from his perennial love and compassion for the poor, 
the weak and the unprotected. At the end of the play W.G. 
Ward broke out into enthusiastic praise: 
9. Ibid., p.697. 
10. Hallam, Lord Tennyson, ed., Tennyson, A Memoir, p.195, 
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Dear me! I did not expect to enjoy it at all. It 
is splendid! How wonderfully you have brought out 
the phases of his character as Ch ancellor and 
Archbishop. 
As the villain of the piece, King Henry is a person of frail 
determination and weak, morality. When he loses his temper, 
he does not hesitate in doing cruel and unscrupulous deeds. 
As for instance, when he is defeated by Becket, he let him 
be assassinated in his cathedral. He is an immoral fellow, 
who marries Eleanor, the divorced wife of Louis of France, 
in order to grab her Acquitaine, but he secretly loves 
Rosamund. 
In delineating the traits of these two principal 
personages Becket and Henry II, the poet has made a fine 
embroidery upon the historic canvas with the threads of 
force and fidelity. Rosamund "the King's wife by a left 
12 handed marriage" is genuine and unselfish in her devotion 
to Henry and even after she renounces her feeling for the 
king, she prays for his good and pleads with Becket for 
forgiving the king, so that he cannot be excommunicated. On 
the contrary, queen Eleanor does not love Henry truly and 
11. Ibid., p.194. 
12. Ibid., p.195. 
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and genuinely. She is very much selfish and proud. There 
was an absence of true emotional attachment between them, 
and this rouses Henry to look for it in Rosamund's bower^ 
Hence the conflict between the two starts. The rivalry 
between Rosamund and Eleanor softens the harsh disputes and 
discords among the priests and barons because it contains 
the romanticism of secret love and feminine vindictiveness. 
These things show Tennyson's skill in seizing and working 
upon these points for theatrical effect. There is a 
blending of romance and history in the minor characters of 
the group e.g. the beggars in Becket. Their function is 
three -fold; First, they convey information to the audience 
by narration or by presentation. Their ill-natured gossip 
serves the purpose of a connecting link between the two 
parts of the story and furnishes us with some useful 
information which is absolutely necessary to understand the 
theme. Secondly^ these humorous characters lessen the 
severity of the tension and provide dramatic relief. In 
Becket, the scene of the beggars dining at the feast of 
Archbishop occurs after the high pitched conflict between the 
Archbishop and the King. These beggars with their funny 
freaks misguide the four knights as Becket's life is in 
danger. These characters are unsophisticated, non-serious 
and realistic in contrast with the serious and complicated 
characters in the main plot. They represent the common 
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nature of man neither very wicked nor very noble. Mergery 
Geofferay and beggars in Becket create the simple and lively, 
episode. 
Tennyson is very skillful in using certain devices of 
characterisation. The symbolisation of major characters is 
the most effective of all. His characters represent vice, 
virtue or certain institutions. These historical figures 
are not individuals or complex but through them the 
Victorian purpose of didacticism is served which is 
Tennyson's favourite conception. King Henry represents 
corrupt monarchy. In the beginning of the play, as the 
action reveals, characters are dominated by some main traits. 
The succession of events is full of considerable stage 
bustle and the external conflicts advance the action. 
Sometimes, symbolisation is used to describe the character 
or coming events. The game of chess in the prologue of the 
play highlights the characters of Becket, Henry and 
foreshadows the coming events. Tennyson prologued Becket 
with a true dramatic ability, because this prologue sums up 
the future course of action in the play and proves that 
Tennyson was instinctively a good dramatist. But his 
dramatic genius, if properly pursued, would have been 
profitable for him as a dramatist. 
In the 'Prologue* the game of chess and the heated 
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conversation between Henry Eleanor and Becket leads to the 
catastrophe of the play. It anticipates the play as a 
whole. This prologue resembles the opening scene of Julius 
Caeser in which the conversation among different characters 
anticipates the conflict of the play. Shakespeare dealt 
with his characters objectively while Tennyson had some 
preconceived notions which dominate his art. S9 in Becket, 
the protagonist often becomes the mouthpiece of the 
playwright's ideas related to church, religion, monarchy and 
morality. Becket's various speeches contain the 
denouncement of corrupt papacy. When he describes the proper 
relation between the church and the throne, he genuinely 
confesses the superiority of the poor people over the 
worldly kings and in this way he establishes the supremacy 
of the church over the state etc. These are all hallmark 
and imprinting of Tennyson's personal views found in his 
dramas and poems. Moreover, the entire conflict has been 
described after the medieval struggle between the church and 
the monarchy with the playwright's verdict on both. 
Eliot's Murder in the Cathedral shows the souls of 
the martyred saints in their spiritual crisis while Tennyson, 
under too powerful a stress of his ideas and ideals on 
various human institutions and agencies such as church, 
religion and state, reveals his characters from the external 
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point of view. Although Becket's character develops in a 
truly dramatic way in the beginning — first of all due to 
his abilities as a c/^ flnCellor and on recommendation basis 
becomes the Archbishop of Canterbury -- but soon becomes the 
mouthpiece of Tennyson's views on cruel and absolute 
monarchy, the superiority of the church over kingdoms, the 
corrupt papacy, true religion and morality. There is a 
sudden and abrupt transition in Becket's character. This 
change is not properly brought out dramatically through the 
progression of events. Actually in the religious 
situations, Tennyson's mind is focussed on only one aspect 
of the play — the English church in conflict v;ith despotism 
a conflict illustrating the medieval struggle between the 
church and the monarchy. The aspects of strife are very 
limited and ultimately lead to the playwright's only 
conviction, the supremacy of the church over the sovereigns. His 
attention is focussed upon limited aspects and situations 
without any novelty of different thought and ideas in 
different characters. They only contain some pet notions 
and ideas representing vice and virtue. The characters are 
like puppets in the hands of the dramatist. Tennyson has 
taken a historical theme but he illustrates his characters 
not only from the historical point of view but also from the 
point of view of victimization by social, political and 
religious turmoils. He makes his ideas play upon the stage 
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as actors, not as human beings. His ideas do not develop in 
character as demanded by the situation but they overpower 
them right from the very start because Tennyson was not 
successful in producing such situations as accounting the 
true heroism and villainy of the characters. Throughout the 
play, Becket is noble and Henry is his foil. Tennyson 
avoided complexity and indifferent techniques in his 
characters. Becket is dominated by one common virtue — 
love for England and her people, while Henry is ambitious. 
Tennyson is better is his delineation of women 
characters. Queen Eleanor and Rosamund are portrayed as his 
ideals of feminine vindictiveness and love. Rosamund is 
innocent and self-sacrificing and Eleanor is jealous and 
wicked. Rosamund's characters is drawn skillfully but 
Eleanor's is devoid of vitality and vividness. 
Tennyson has used soliloquies and songs with a 
purpose. For example, when the four knights looked for 
Becket in his own house to murder him, they were misguided 
by the beggars. It conforms to Becket's popularity as a 
humanist among the poor people and their love and respect 
for him. A duet is sung in Rosamund's bovjer when Henry 
meets Rosamund and confesses that he had come there to free 
himself from the political turmoil and clashes. Another 
song — 
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Babble in bower 
Under the,rose 
Bee mustn't buzz 
13 Whoop — but he knows. (Act III, Sc. i) 
is very much picturesque as far as the scenery is concerned. 
The line 'but he knows' seems to warJT^  Rosamund that her 
love-affair is known to the world. The other song, also 
sung in Rosamund's bower presents the rapture of love in 
the happy union of the lover and the beloved. The 
following song of Rosamund, 
Gleam upon gloom, 
Bright as my dream 
Rainbow stay! 
But it passes away 
Gloom upon gleam 
Dark as my doom 
0 rainbow stay!-*"^  (Act III, Sc. i) 
, ^ ^ . is a pathetic and sad ^  contemplating her own indefinite 
future. In the tragic songs nature is personified as the 
friend of the mourning lover and not only tries to make 
him marry but also prohibits the impending datiger as in 
this song of Rosamund, the rainbow seems to warn Rosamund 
of her clash with Queen Eleanor. In a way, through rich 
natural sceheSy, Tennyson echoes human emotions, showing 
different moods of nature, joyous or sad according to the variations 
13- T. Herbert Warren, ed., Tennyson, Poems and Plays, 
p. 676. 
14. Ibid., p. 677 
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in the moods of the lover and the beloved. Rosamund is 
shown waiting for King Henry in her secluded bower. After 
his arrival King Henry enjoys a few moments of happiness and 
relaxation away from the political or religious turmoil in 
the kingdom. Songs presented in Becket sometimes reveal the 
prevailing circumstances or situations. 
Another remarkable feature of Tennyson's dramatic 
writing is the language used by the minor characters; It is 
very different and deserves our attention. When these 
characters speak in the play, they speak in simple prose. 
These characters speak on the subjects that are mainly 
informative, didactic, humorous and satirical, for example, 
when Herbert comes to King Henry and informs about the death 
of Archbishop Theobald and his last will to make Becket his 
successor, at that time, they converse in a simple prose. 
When queen Eleanor tries to know about Rosamund's bower 
secretly with Geofferey she asks in a simple prose. 
Tennyson's use of satirical prose can be seen in the best 
example of Act III, Sc. iii, in Becket, when Walter Map 
speaks with sarcasm about the Pope, King Henry and 
especially the crowning of young Henry. When these minor 
characters tattle among themselves, they use different types 
of prose with wrong grammar. The prose speech of Mergery in 
Becket serves to create humour and jest with his wrong 
construction of sentences and grammatical mistakes. The 
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conflict between the British monarchs and the Archbishop of 
>_anterbury, during the third quarter of the 12th century 
becomes an effective piece for dramatic treatment. The 
theme is important because the Zealous Henry is inclined to 
bring the church under his control, and sets Becket against 
himself who had the backing of the general populace but had 
to face the antagonism of the feudal lords. The murder of 
the Archbishop came to be regarded as Martyrdom that the 
Cathedral in which It was committed became a shrine to which 
pilgrims.... among them Chaucer's famous company .... made 
their way. But what does impart dramatic effectiveness to 
the conflict is the break between the two men who remained 
close friends and associates, and Becket as Chancellor 
served him for eight years. 
I have mentioned certain points of similarity and difference 
in the handling of the character of Becket by Tennyson and 
Eliot. There are two more dramatists who have treated the 
character of this historical figure. They are Darley and 
Fry. The former has presented Becket as a shrewd, practical 
stateman, interested in self-aggrandisement — almost a 
Machiavel. But Fry, like Tennyson, has given consideration 
to details pertaining to King Henry, and like the Victorian 
dramatist, he has concentrated on the secular aspect of the 
entire story. But as we have observed earlier, Eliot has 
70 
concentrated exclusively on the spiritual aspect and that 
too of a sectarian religion. But paradoxically, while the 
secularists, like Tennyson & Fry failed on the stage with 
their Becket and Curtmantle, Eliot has had a tremendous 
success on the stage with his strictly christian play. 

71 
CONCLUSION 
Our analysis of the historical trilogy of Tennyson in the 
foregoing chapters amply evince that he had considerable 
dramatic imagination but owing to his lack of contract with 
and involvement /n theatre, his plays under consideration 
did not find favour with the stage. Besides this, the 
nature of the plays also hindered presentation of vital 
human elements in the three pieces we have analysed. 
Tennyson's dramatic intention in these plays has been 
primarily confined to his attempt of historical vivacity of 
facts and personages asv^ll as to his effort to give express-
ion to the contemporary ethos of the Victorian age with 
particular reference to its political and religious 
dimensions. It is because of these two factors that 
Tennyson's historical plays fail as human drama and appear 
documentary in nature. But we have occasional brilliant 
flashes of Tennyson's historical imagination which works an 
alchemy on the historical details to suit his purpose of 
making his historical themes relevant to his own age. But 
this very intention of the dramatist has been the primary 
cause of the inadequacy of human interest in his plays. 
In Queen Mary, Tennyson has dramatized historical 
movements at the cost of neglecting the dramatic action of 
the play as a whole. The crowd of forty four characters 
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couldn't accommodate itself upon the stage. Right in the 
beginning of the play, the presentation of religious 
conflict pinpointing the Queen's determination to marry 
Philip of Spain becomes the crux of the plot of the play. 
It leads to Wyatt's revolt and its failure and Sir Thomas 
White's support to the Queen in defending her policy. He is 
the Lord Mayor of London. There is a series of events 
leading to the Queen and Philip's marriage. Elizabeth, half 
sister of queen, imprisoned in a tower finds consolation in 
philosophizing and wishes she were a Milkmaid after hearing 
her song. Act IV of this play is almost a play within a 
play in which Cranmer retracts in St. Mary's Oxford despite 
his recantation when he understands that his burning 
testifies to God and he will be rewarded in Heaven for 
that. In the final act, the culmination of Mary's pitiless 
and cruel behaviour with her people results in her downfall. 
She loses Calais and her husband looks upon her with 
contempt. In her death hour, she leaves her throne to her 
step sister Elizabeth whom her lecherous and politic husband 
hopes to marry. 
Inspite of the unwieldy number of characters and the 
sprawling dramatic action, Queen Mary has considerable 
interest for closet entertainment. Sir Richard Jebb. has 
commented as follows on this play: 
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Queen Mary is not only a fine poem but a fine 
drama, and that though each of the several powers 
which go to make it so has already been proved by 
the author, the masterly harmony in which they 
work together here entitles Queen Mary to be 
considered something more than merely a success in 
a new kind. The dramatic glow and impetus which 
are proper to a poem of action may be imitated but 
cannot be replaced by epic splendour or lyrical 
passion. In our own days, we have seen these or 
feebler substitutes essaying to do duty for it, 
but it is long since the genuine inspiration, at 
least of tragedy, has been among us. If we 
welcome Tennyson's drama for one reason more than 
another, it is for this, because here we seem to 
recognize the presence of that rare and precious 
virtue which has so long seemed dead even in those 
works of English poetry which are most disinctly 
products of genius — dramatic fire; and if we had 
to say when last this great quality found a 
comparably vivid embodiment in the treatment of an 
English historical subject, we should not know 
when to stay our search until it had carried us 
back to the year when the series of Shakespeare's 
English Histories was completed and crowned with 
Henry VIII. •"• 
Tennyson's seccind tragedy Harold is referred to as the 
'tragedy of doom' by the dramatist himself. As far as the 
1. Sir Richard Jebb., The Times (19 June, 1875), Quoted in 
Queen Mary and Harold, ed., by Hallam, Lord Tennyson, 
(Macmillon & Co. Ltd., London, 1908), Vol.VIII,pp.343-44. 
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structure and characterisation are concerned, it has got no 
more than half the number of scenes and characters in Queen 
Mary. Although, its characters and plot are simple but as 
complemented by his friend Aubrey de Vere, it seems heroic 
with a 'sort of Aeschylean strength.' The dramatist 
presents all the events and happenings one by one till 
Harold is enthroned. After that the tragedy of Harold with 
its fatal climax is stretched and the movement is slow 
because the aim of the Poet Laureate was to highlight the 
tragedy of the hero. The opening of the play is in the 
conventional Shakespearean style. Harold is adamant to go 
to France. In the meantime, treacherous Aldwyth weaves a 
scheming web against Edith to become the queen of England. 
The ill fate of the hero begins when his ship is wrecked and 
he is captured by ruthless Count William, succeeds in 
extracting a promise of support for his claim to the English 
throne. But he breaks his oath and ultimately he is 
encroached upon by William. In the battlefield he is 
martyred. In the final scene of the last act, there is a 
search for Harold's corpse by both Aldwyth and Edith. 
Edith proves herself to be a true wife after dying 
theatrically when she investigates Harold's dead body. She 
found the wedding ring on his finger. But this scene is 
interesting not for this only but also for the change which 
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took place when William takes over the throne not by right 
but by might. 
The opening of the last play of the historical 
trilogy of Tennyson, Becket is different. Here, the 
playwright introduces more promisingly a prologue 
foreshadowing the coming events through the symbolical acts 
of King Henry, Becket and Queen Eleanor. In the prologue, 
Henry plays chess with Becket whom he had raised from a low 
position to the Chancellorship of England. Although the main 
conflict is between the church and the crown but much more 
space in the play is given to the story of Rosamund and 
Eleanor and insufficient space is left for the main 
conflict. It is not that the main conflict is truncated but 
Eleanor's jealousy against Rosamund leads to the murder of 
Archbishop, because she taunts Henry that he was ruled by 
Becket's suggestion and he knows all about his secret love 
affair also and he is the one who has kept Rosamund in 
Godstow Nunnery for his own benefits. This enrages Henry. 
This significance continued till the death of the Archbishop 
when Rosamund is seen as witnessing Becket's death at the 
very close end of the play as thunder and lightning flashes 
through the Cathedral. Becket kept Rosamund in Godstow not 
for his own purposes but in reality he hides her from 
Eleanor because she wants to know the secret of her bower 
and tries to assault her. 
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Patriotism is the marked feature of all the plays in 
Tennyson's trilogy. Besides this,his characters in the trilogy are 
marked with individuality, though they also embody 
his favourite idealistic and patriotic instinct for his 
nation. Due to his didactic intentions he broadly divided 
his characters into idealistic and villainous groups, where 
his sympathy or antipathy is explicit. That is the reason 
why the growth of these characters is hampered under the 
stress of his pre-concieved notions. 
King Herold is the most patriotic character. This is 
demonstrated in the way he takes oath but ^ forswears it in 
order to save his country and his subject from the 
villainous Count of Normandy and dies for the sake of his 
country. Mary, although, inclined so much to Philip and mad 
after his love does not allow him to enter her kingdom 
without lowering his flag, because it was their national 
custom and Philip had to follow it. 
The trilogy also deals with religious conflicts. His 
characters are the true christians following the dictates of 
their conscience. Becket dies for the religious cause and 
Harold breaks his oath after keeping it in mind that he is 
on the right path. In Queen Mary Cranmer retracts for 
— ^ ; 
religious sanctity and in contrast , Mary is shown as the 
most cruel monarch at his burning. Elizabeth, half sister 
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of Mary, does not crave for the throne. Tennyson does not 
sympathise with Elizabeth but no doubt, he is sympatheti-
cally considerate to Mary about whom he thinks that she was 
misunderstood, because she was passionately tormented and 
her people did not understand her religious mania. As 
Hallam writes: 
She had, my father thought, been harshly judged by 
the popular verdict of tradition, therefore he had 
a desire to let her be seen as he pictured her in 
2 his Imagination. 
If we view his plays according to the main consti-
tuents of the poetic plays, they confirm them honestly. 
Tennyson is famous for his lyrical qualities in his poetical 
works. He maintained the same lyrical standard in his plays 
also. In a way his songs contrast his plays with the 
problem plays criticising the repulsive and humdrum evils of 
the Victorian society. If we assess all the Victorian 
playwrights no one outshines Tennyson as far as lyricism is 
concerned. The Victorian audience always had a craving for 
music and dance and Tennyson fulfilled their desires. Love 
scenes in the plays are enriched with lyrics having 
2. Hallam, Lord Tennyson, ed., Tennyson?A Memoir (Ma 
and Co. Ltd., London, 1897), Vol.11, p. 178. ^^^^^^^ ^ ^ ^ 5 % ^ 
ACC NO. 
\^. 
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pictorial qualities and pastoral setting. There are both 
humorous and pathetic songs in the plays, and the poet tried 
his best to testify his natural scenes with dramatic and 
lyrical elements. The song which is sung by Edith in Harold 
is a beautiful love song in a moonlit garden in Act I, Sc. 
ii. The milkmaid's song, heard by Elizabeth in Queen Mary, 
is another beautiful song. It picturises the milkmaid's 
freaks and follies of a carefree life which is in contrast 
with imprisoned Elizabeth's sorrowful life. And so many 
examples of the poet's lyrical qualities are present in the 
plays. 
Tennyson is chiefly preoccupied with external opera-
tions of human struggle and outward actions. External 
conflict is prevalent through and through in his plays and 
even in the love episodes, he cared more for outward 
struggle than for inner crisis of the lovers' life. His 
lovers do not get success in their love-dealings because of 
the outward circctiwstances only. In an artistically managed 
plot, there should be a co-relation of factual data to the 
human mind and soul. But this trait seems to be missing in 
Tennyson's plays. He has always tried to materialise his 
ideas instead of developing his characters according to the 
circumstances. That is why his figures in the plays lack 
dramatic growth. Tennyson's achievement in poetic drama was 
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poor on account of this inability. Basically his trilogy is 
historical and in defining history he did not care for the 
proper selection of the chronological events. In this case 
he was unable to transform historical data into a pattern of 
unified Impression in order to bring proper stage-production. 
Hence his plays lack the unity of impression. He strove to 
imitate Shakespeare but his presentation of history in these 
plays was quite different. He couldn't unfold the picture-
sque past of Britain with force as was done by Shakespeare. 
But as regards his contribution, Tennyson revived 
historical verse plays as a reactionary device to realistic 
prose plays in the later half of the Nineteenth century. His 
language is graphic and lyrical with comprehensive phraseo-
logy. Poetic plays are distinguished by their poetry, which 
is an indispensable constituent of these plays. Poetry, 
song and music emotionally appeal to the reader. This 
entertaining quality of these plays makes them superior to 
the realistic plays of the Nineteenth century because the 
prose plays of this period never soar above the boredom of 
daily problems. 
Tennyson never stoops to the low level of the public 
taste at the cost of the poetic qualities of his plays. 
Further, inspite of his concern with ideas, relevant to his 
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own times, we find, in adequate measure, human elements in 
his plays. These elements are demonstrated in his treating 
of love, jealousy, sacrifice and treachery contained in the 
various strands of the plot of his plays. Then the dullness 
and monotony, which are likely to creep into his plays 
because of the inflexibility of the historical corpus are 
considerably enlivened by the poet's pervasive lyricism in 
all the three plays of the 'Trilogy'. 
mmLIOGtjL'SBM^ 
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